ABSTRACT
BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY
The competitiveness of tourism destinations is becoming a topic of growing interest among scholars (Mechinda, Serirat, Popaijit, Lertwannawit, & Anuwichanont, 2010; Omerzel, 2006; Tubey & Tubey, 2014) . Because it is one of the most concerned issues in tourism industries, not least in the rural tourism sector, as increasingly domestic competition has added more pressures for rural tourism to ensure their survival. One of the reasons why destination competitiveness is receiving attention by government, industries and academia is because for rural tourism industry to be profitable and sustainable in the long run, it is crucial for rural tourism destinations to sustain their competitiveness. Tourism destination competitiveness is able to gain competitive advantages such as tourist loyalty , satisfaction (Chen, Chen & Lee, 2011; Kozak & Rimmington, 1999; Yoon & Uysal, 2005) and repeat patronage by revisiting a particular destination (Chen et al., 2011; Mechinda et al., 2010; Vengesayi, 2003) .
Rural tourism is now facing threats of greater competition in which rural tourism destinations sites are facing stiff competition from other celebrated tourist destinations, for example, rural tourism encounters challenges from visitors who are inclined towards visiting popular or modern tourism destinations. Undeniably, there is an increasing competition from other tourist destinations in well-known cities or reputable holiday resorts in West Malaysia such as Pulau Langkawi, Pulau Redang, Cameron Highlands, Pulau Perhentian, Pulau Tioman and etc. Because of visitors' changing expectations and the strong competition from urban tourism destinations, there is a need for entrepreneurs in rural tourism to take into account customers' needs into their competitive strategies to enable themselves to thrive in this tough environment in the coming years. Rural tourism industries need to emphasize on providing good quality of services as well as focusing in the service areas where most essential in attracting visitors for the purpose of increasing customer satisfaction and thus repeat visitation and positive word-of-mouth recommendations in order to ensuring long-lasting profitability and survival (Lee & Kandasamy, 2011) . It is obvious that if rural tourism does not achieve a high level of competitiveness, the tourism destination will be incapable of withstanding these pressures.
Kubah National Park in Kuching, Sarawak was chosen to be rural tourism destination of this study. Based on the information provided in Tourism Board official website (Sarawak Forestry Corporation, n. d.) , Kubah National Park is located 21km from Kuching. The Park covers an area of 2,230 hectares, and comprises the heavily forested slopes and ridges of the Serapi range. Kubah National Park comprises of rainforest with massive trees, beautiful rivers and waterfalls, and the richest concentration of palm species in the world. It also offers attractions such as beautiful clear watercourses which are perfect for picnicking and swimming, while the mountainous terrain and many river gullies offer visitors who have appetites for challenging trekking. Sarawak Forestry recorded Kubah as a national park with the highest number of different palm species, making Kubah probably the richest palm habitat for its size anywhere in the world. It is also possible to see animals in the wild here, particularly birds, frogs and giant squirrels. Besides that, Kubah also offers different accommodation options such as bungalows, rest houses, charlet and hostel which all fully furnished to tourists or visitors for their convenience (Sarawak Forestry Corporation, n. d.) . Undeniably, Kubah National Park is one of the best rural tourism destinations. However, Kubah is not always the top option for visitors if compared to other tourism destinations. Destinations with a wealth of resources may sometimes not be as competitive as a destination with lack of resources (Tubey & Tubey, 2014) . The most important criteria for a rural tourist destination is the ability of creating and integrating valueadded products that sustain its resources to maintain market position relative to competitors (Hassan, 2000) .
As aforementioned, in order to understand the competitiveness of tourism destination, both marketing scholars and practitioners need to identify and assess the relative impact of competitiveness factors. The main aim of this study is to thoroughly present a model of destination competitiveness. The paper discourses the results of survey, based on indicators associated with the model, to determine which attributes affect the competitiveness of Kubah National Park, Kuching as a tourist destination.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Several researchers (e.g., Aref & Gill, 2009; Khound, 2013; Wani & Shafi, 2013) explain the meaning of rural tourism by defining rural tourism as the tourism which has demonstrated the life in undistributed natural areas, art and culture, heritage and tradition in a rustic setting, and thus bringing different benefits to local communities either economically or socially, as well as enhancing the tourists' experience by interactive with local communities and other tourists in order for it to be termed as rural tourism.
Besides, the Rural Tourism Master Plan has also defined rural tourism as:
'tourism that provides opportunities to visitors to visit rural areas and rural attractions, and to experience the culture and heritage of Malaysia, thereby providing socio-economic benefits for local communities…the proximity of many of these rural areas to the hinterland of jungle and rainforest also offers visitors an opportunity to extend their holiday and enjoy those unique natural resources' (RTMP, 2001: p. 22) .
Rural tourism in this study is defined as a rustic tourist destination which is largely dependent on natural environment, and it is engaged with various forms of local activities based on preservation of historical heritage, custom and traditions, as well as different of arts and cultures of local communities that enables it to create natural experiences for the tourists during their visits (Ramakumar & Rajashree, 2008) . Past researchers (e.g., Chen & Tsai, 2007; Dmitrović, Cvelbar, Kolar, Brencic, Ograjenšek, & Žabkar, 2009; Huang, 2011; Jamaludin, Johari, Aziz, Kayat, & Yusof, 2012; Kumra, 2008; Rajesh, 2013; Zhu, 2011) have never excludes service quality issues in tourism area. They addressing a good quality of tourism destination is one of the most important components to gain customer satisfaction (e.g., Said, Shuib, Ayob, & Yaakob, 2013; Shonk, 2006) and stand a long-lasting position in today's high competitive business environments.
Tourism Destination Competitiveness
The concepts of destination competitiveness were proved to be very complicated and broad. There is no clear definition or model has yet been developed, despite past discussions on competitiveness (Dwyer & Kim, 2003; Wilde & Cox, 2008) . The most acceptable definition of destination competitiveness is defined by Dwyer and Kim (2003) and adopted by many researchers (e.g. Dupeyras & MacCallum, 2013; Goffi, 2013; Marku, 2014; Komppula, 2014; Omerzel, 2006) , who explained the meaning of destination competitiveness as a critical component that appears to be linked to the destination's ability in delivering goods and services superior than other destinations and the goods and services were evaluated as important tourism experiences by tourists. Destination competitiveness is also defined by Hassan (2000) as the ability of a destination to maintain its market position relative to competitors by creating value added products and integrating all productivity levels of various components of tourism industry to sustain its resources. It is proven that competitive level of a destination factors affects the attractiveness of a destination (Croes, 2010; Dwyer, Forsyth & Rao, 2000a; Dwyer & Kim, 2003; Perles-Ribes, Ramón-Rodríguez & Sevilla-Jiménez, 2014; Tsai, Song, & Wong, 2009; Wilde & Cox, 2008) . This research adopts a model representing some attributes of destination competitiveness based on the works of Dwyer and Kim (2003) , who describe tourism destination competitiveness as natural resources, range of activities, accessibility of destination and local communities. This study attempts to conduct an empirical analysis on Kubah National Park, Kuching Sarawak as a tourist destination.
Natural Resources
Natural resources are the primary elements of destination appeal and are considered as the key drivers for gaining attention from tourists (Ross & Iso-Ahola, 1991) . Natural resources of a destination include cleanliness of destination, unspoiled nature, richness of flora and fauna and comfortable climate, which considered as the main attractions vital for many forms of tourism and tourists' satisfaction (Buckley, 1994; Heath, 2003) . Dwyer and Kim (2003) indicate that natural attractions of a destination together with the environmental framework can used to reflect whether tourists enjoy the destination or otherwise. Dupeyras and MacCallum (2013) indicate that a successful tourism destination has the ability to provide unique experiences to tourists which includes natural resources. Moreover, destinations with recognised world heritage status have the competitive advantage over other destination to attract tourists. Accordingly, maintaining a high level of attractive natural environment has to be a primary concern for maintaining competitiveness (Inskeep, 1991) . Many authors (Cracolici, Rietveld & Nijkamp, 2006; Gartner, 2014; Hassan, 2000; Middleton, 1997; Mihaliḉ, 2000 Mihaliḉ, , 2013 suggest that the quality of natural attractions is part of quality destination and it can be a determinant for tourism destination competitiveness (Ritchie & Crouch, 1993) . Therefore, as discussed above, the following hypothesis is developed:
H1: There is a significant relationship between natural resources and destination competitiveness.
Range of Activities
A range of activities is defined as variety of attractions conducted in the destination area by an event organizer or management to reach some specific outcomes (Parahiyanti & Hussein, 2015) . These include recreation and sports facilities, facilities for special interest visitors such as adventure, ecotourism, cultural/ heritage tourism and biking trails (Mechinda et al., 2010) . Generally, outdoor activities or events were conducted for visitors or together with local communities as a part of social interaction with the local communities. Sometimes, an event or some activities that are conducted can be used as a tool to increase a destination's reputation or destination awareness and destination branding. An event or activity not only concerned in mega events, but also a local event activities which are based on needs of tourists to provide entertainment to them (Etiosa, 2012) . Some of activities or events are basically created in order to fulfill the demands of visitors who are seeking for adventures at the destination (Hossain, 2006) . These types of activities or events are believed to contribute contribution in enhancing tourists' arrival and increase destination competitiveness as well (Ayikoru; Crouch, 2001; Presenza, Sheehan & Ritchie, 2005) . Therefore, as discussed above, the following hypothesis is developed:
H2: There is a significant relationship between range of activities and destination competitiveness.
Accessibility
Accessibility quality is defined as the availability of customers in reaching the destination such as traffic flow, parking facilities, convenience of local transportation, availability of destination information and easy connections from destination to airports, public transport terminals, and freeways (Chi & Qu; Getz, 1997) . As it is a known fact that there are many sub-sectors in tourism field such as destinations, venue, accommodation, attractions, various transport modes, attractions, personnel who provide services and etc (Fundosa Accessibility SA Final Report, 2009) . A good quality accessibility of destination is to have the ability of the destination in providing the appropriate or variety of access for tourists for them to get into a geographical location and during their visitation at a particular destination with ease (Aguila & Ragot, 2014; Hall, 2004) . Mill and Morrison (1992) indicate that destination accessibility can be one of determinants to affect destination competitiveness. This is in line with Edwards (1993)'s study revealed that a long-haul tourist destinations was examined on the basis of how accessibility of destination for tourists. A good accessibility quality of a destination or within a destination area has the potential to raise the destination's capacity in attracting new markets, enhance the visitor's experience towards the destination and even can encourage a more sustainable travel between the visitor's home and destination (Guiver & Stanford, 2014) . A market survey conducted by The Commonwealth Government's White Paper (2003) identifies that accessible tourism destination always play an important part of niche experiences for tourists. McKercher, Packer, Yau, and Lam (2003) also affirm that visitors are most satisfied when the information of a destination is accessible and the location of accommodation is highly accessible. Therefore, as discussed above, the following hypothesis is developed:
H3: There is a significant relationship between accessibility of destination and destination competitiveness.
Local Communities
Until recently, most researches focused for the factors that influence tourism caused by industries, however there is lack of researches that highlight how local communities perceptions and attitudes can affect the image of destination for visitors (Murphy, 1985; Zhang, Inbakaran & Jackson, 2006) . Basically in this study, local community is a group of people sharing the boundaries in an area of tourism (Abas & Mohd Hanafiah, 2014) . In rural tourism context, local communities play a vital role in tourism development as sometimes they are regarded as "service supplier' which can influence on the total number of tourist's arrival. Therefore, the hospitality of local communities towards tourists has been recognized as being crucial for a successful tourism destination and one of the important factors that will influence visitors to return to a destination or to recommend that destination to others (Lawson, Merrett & William 1996; Thyne, Lawson & Todd, 2006) . Hospitality relates to the perceived friendliness of the community towards tourists whereby it consists of the warmth of reception by local residents; the willingness of residents to provide information to tourism; their attitudes towards tourists and the tourism industry (Dwyer & Kim, 2003) . Furthermore, these tourists may promote their impressions, feelings and attitudes of the destination among to their families, friends and colleagues by sharing their travel experiences with them. All these are likely to affect the destination's ability to attract return visitors as well as to generate new visitors (Zhang et al., 2006) . Therefore, as discussed above, the following hypothesis is developed:
H4: There is a significant relationship between local communities and destination competitiveness.
DESCRIPTION OF SAMPLE AND METHODOLOGY
In this study, Kubah National Park is chosen as the research site since it is one of the popular rural tourism destinations in Sarawak. Additionally, the ability of the Kubah National Park to create and integrate value-added products that sustain its resources to maintain market position relative to competitors and this place is potentially gaining its reputation as a tourist destination. Both local and foreign tourists who have visited these tourism destinations or visiting these tourism places are the respondents. They are requested to complete a questionnaire that contains measures of the construct. It is important to note that, based on the rule of thumb of sample size by Hair, Hult, Christian, Ringle, and Sarstedt, (2013) the sample size is 10 to 15 subjects per variable. In this study, 5 variables are identified. Thus, the minimum sample size was needed in this study to be minimum of 50 respondents. However, Hair, Anderson, Tatham, and Black (1998) also recommended a sample size of more than 100 to produce more reliable results. Therefore, a total of 103 questionnaires were collected from tourists who are visiting or have visited Kubah National Park by using convenience sampling technique which can get a gross estimate of the results without incurring the cost or times require.
In order to access the research model developed, SmartPLS 2.0 (M3) (Chin, 1998a (Chin, , b, 2010 ) is applied in this study. It is used to analyse the data collected based on path modelling and then the bootstrapping (Chin, 1998a, 
Assessment of the Measurement Model
Structural equation modelling analysis depends on two methods which are measurement model and structural model analysis (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988 ). The measurement model is mainly for assessing the model validity and the items' reliability. At first, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted in this study in order to access reliability, convergent validity and discriminant validity of the scales. Table 1 and 2 shows the most of the items loading were exceeded 0.5 (significant at p < 0.01) (Hair, Black, Babin & Anderson, 2010) and all Average Variance Extracted (AVEs) larger than 0.5 (Fornell and Bookstein, 1982; Bagozzi & Yi, 1988) . Besides, all the Composite Reliability (CRs) were more than 0.7 (Gefen, Straub, & Boudreau, 2000) as showed in the Table 1 . Similarly, all the value of Cronbachs Alpha exceeded 0.7 (Nunnally, 1978) , which means the internal reliability of items is achieved. Apart from that, the square root of the AVE was tested against the intercorrelations of the construct with the other constructs in the model to ensure discriminant validity (Chin, 1998a (Chin, ,b, 2010 Fornell & Larcker, 1981) and all the square root of the AVE exceeded the correlations with other variables (Table 2) . Thus, the measurement model was considered satisfactory with the evidence of adequate reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity. 
Assessment of the Structural Model
After the adequate reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity are confirmed in the model, next step is to test the hypotheses. The visual results and detailed results are indicated in Figure 2 and Table 3 respectively. Natural resources (β=0.127, t=1.791), range of activities (β=0.398, t=5.271), and accessibility (β=0.449, t=4.289) are significantly related to destination competitiveness whereas local communities (β=0.164, t=1.589) is not significant predictor of destination competitiveness. Therefore, hypothesis 1, hypothesis 2 and hypothesis 3 are supported while hypothesis 4 is not supported. The R 2 value is 0.579 which indicates that 58% of the variance in the destination competitiveness can be explained by all the four constructs. The most significant predictor is range of activities, followed by accessibility and natural resources. 
FINDINGS
This study sets out is mainly to analyse the competitiveness of Kubah National Park as a tourist destination. Following the review of literature, the four main variables in this study are natural resources, range of activities, accessibility and local communities. The constructs of this study which are the four main variables have been examined and are well publicised over recent years. Unsurprisingly, based on the results, natural resources, range of activities and accessibility significantly influence destination competitiveness and the results of this study is in line with past studies (e.g., Kozak, 1999; Hallmann, Müller & Feiler, 2014; Ritchie & Crouch, 2010) .
Range of activities is regarded as the most significant influence in destination competitiveness (t=5.271). Ritchie and Crouch (2010) posit that the activities dimension of destination attractiveness appears to be growing in importance as the tourists are increasingly seeking new experiences that are highly exciting. A range of activities are able to identify opportunities to bring together local residents and tourists to celebrate the unique and special features of a destination. Varieties of activities in destinations successfully attracted more tourists and also they can influence tourists' destination choice. The next variable, accessibility of destination also significantly influence destination competitiveness (t=4.289). The result is supported by past studies (e.g., Al-Ababneh, 2013; Ali & Howaidee, 2012; Kozak et al., 2009; Ritchie & Crouch, 2010) .The ease of gaining transportation access into and around a destination is found to be an important determinant attribute as well. Where accessibility is difficult (whether it is due to lengthy travel times, high costs, entry barriers and formalities, unpleasant travel connections or schedules) it can decrease willingness of tourists visit the place (Ritchie & Crouch, 2010) . Kozak, Baloğlu and Bahar (2009) concur that a destination's resources are hardly relevant to the issue of competitiveness unless they are accessible to potential tourists and tourism operators alike.
This study also found that natural resources are significantly linked to destination competitiveness (1.791). The result is also in congruent with previous studies (e.g. Chen, 2001; Crouch, 2011; Mihalič, 2000) . For many destinations, the natural environment is one of the primary attractions for leisure visitors. A wide range of recreational, activity based, educational, cultural activities and experiences, can be accessed by visitors in natural and protected areas. It provides a powerful attracting force for the prospective tourist (Murphy, Pritchard & Smith 2000) , and thus enhances its competitiveness level.
However, local communities were found not to have a significant influence on destination competitiveness (1.589). The result is in contrast to Omerzel's study (2006) and Kozak et al., (2009) which indicate that the hospitality of local residents was rated highly by tourists. The possible explanation of the result is tourists who are visiting to Kubah National Park are seeking for a variety of landscape types and climates, and there are numerous options for natural activities in all seasons. As Huh (2002) indicated that there is a rising trend among travelers that enjoy the unique rural life which has the richness in term of natural resources and variety of nature exploring activities. As aforementioned, the unique selling proposition in Kubah National Park are more of unspoiled nature environment and different types of natural activities such as camping, hiking, jungle trekking, swimming and so on. Kubah National Park is able to market itself by creating an image of peace and quiet in natural settings and richness of unspoiled nature. This creates an image of a relaxing atmosphere for the destinations for tourists to enjoy peace, nature and relaxing. However, Kubah National Park does not offer any cultural activities or events or cultural attractions which these activities are normally provided by local residents. Due to this reason, local residents mostly are not a major concern or main motive for them when they plan to having a unique travelling experience in Kubah National Park.
CONCLUSION, IMPPLICATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS
Past researchers (Crouch, 2011; Dwyer & Kim, 2003; Gomezelj & Mihalič, 2008; Hallmann, Müller, Feiler, Breuer, & Roth, 2012; Hudson, Ritchie & Timur, 2004) have investigated the supply side of the destination, but the demand side of destination or tourist's perspectives have not been thoroughly study (e,g., Akroush, Jraisat, Kurdieh, AL-Faouri & Qatu, 2016; Formica, 2004; Yoon, 2002) . Clearly, consumers play a main role in the tourism system and their perspectives are regarded as a key resource and one of the competitive advantages for rural tourism business (Pikkemaat & Müller, 2008) . Barsky and Nash (2002) indicate that the more information providers gain from consumers, the more quality of experiences and successful tourism products they can offer to consumers. Bieger (2005) highlights the importance of tourists' perspective in the tourism production and consumption process and the need for destinations' unique selling propositions. Therefore, the main purpose of the study is to empirically test and identify which elements influence destination competitiveness in Kubah National Park, Kuching from demand side.
On the basis of obtained empirical results from this study, it is suggested that some improvements should be made to Kubah National Park to become a more competitive rural tourism destination. The fundamental principle of the destination management process is that it involves bringing together stakeholders to clearly articulate the strategic direction and actions for the development, marketing and management of a destination for the future. All kinds of management activities and actions should includes preservation of natural resources, creating and integrating value in tourism activities and enhancing accessibility of destination so that Kubah National Park as a tourist destination to achieve better competitive market position. Moreover, the model allows destination competitiveness to be monitored over time. This can provide a moving picture of destination competitiveness at different points in time especially for the environment and policy maker who want to deliver maximum competitive advantages that supporting long-term sustainable tourism growth.
Apart from that, the implication for this study can be set as a guideline for the rural tourism destination to understand their current and desired tourists' preferences clearly which helps them in developing, managing and marketing a destination to ensure both short-term and long-term sustainability goals are achievable. It is essential for stakeholders or policy markers understand a destination target market's behaviors, characteristics, decision making process, needs and preferences are vital in developing suitable strategies for destination development and market. Moreover, the results of this study can help tourism authorities in choosing the right tourism development paradigms in specific rural areas. For instance, customisation and diversification of activities are a priority in delivering quality tourism experiences which meet or exceed visitors' expectations. It is a key to enhance the accessibility of destination by providing more transportation modes. A good infrastructure such as road or railway cannot be neglected also since natural resource is also an important element, such concerns have to put in preservation of natural resources and to ensure constant environmental monitoring of destination.
The findings are limited to the competitiveness attributes included in the study and for future research a qualitative study would help reveal some other components of tourist destination competitiveness. Therefore, it is suggested that future researches can broader the data set to offer further valuable insights by combining several study sites. Besides that, the competitiveness model should focus on the importance of different attributes which could be improved by seeking to better quantitatively measure and the relative importance of various factors determining the destination competitiveness. Additionally, future researches can focuses on both direct measures and indirect measures (e.g., market share, profitability and any other financial indicators) on destination competitiveness to form a more integrated and comprehensive destination competitiveness model. Another limitation of the study is that the results may not be generalise over other rural tourism destinations. Future research would aim to replicate this study by using different samples and extend the study scope by including multiple destinations and nationalities. It is a need also to conduct more valid assessment of tourist destination competitiveness by comparing the destination with more than two destinations and examine it from multiple nationalities' perspective.
